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Abstract 
Indian fisheries are at a turning point. To date, Indian fisheries policies have emphasised 
production at the expense of allocation and, indeed, even effort restrictions. On the basis 
of original ethnographic data and secondary sources, we show how this has led to 
conflict between sectors and exacerbated pressures on marine living resources in the 
states of Tamil Nadu and Gujarat. We use a social justice approach to analyse this trend 
and to suggest possible alternative future paths of governance. These turn on the 
conviction that only with a new emphasis on allocation grounded in social justice can 
Indian fisheries governance foster fisheries that continue to sustain high levels of 
employment without further depleting their biological basis. 
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INTRODUCTION1

Indian marine fisheries are grappling at present with a series of problems resulting from 
the country’s post-Independence history of fisheries development. Indian fisheries policy 
has been dominated by the goal of enhancing production to the virtual exclusion of 
concerns for allocation or, indeed, resource management. Social justice, to the degree that 
concerns for it were voiced, was to be met through increasing the size and value of the 
total catch, benefits from which would filter down to all strata of the fishing population. 
Only in recent years, with increasing evidence of resource stress and the threat of 
upheaval in coastal fishing communities, has that balance begun to be reconsidered. A 
key question for Indian fisheries governance is thus to arrive at a new understanding of 
the relationship between production, distribution, allocation, and social justice. This 
paper offers a few observations and reflections in that regard based on the experiences of 
Tamil Nadu and Gujarat. 
 
The central strategy for fisheries development in India has been labelled as the blue 
revolution2, the forceful attempt by different levels of the Indian state to modernize 
Indian capture fisheries from around the mid-1950s onward. It was justified with recourse 
to the rhetoric of development: initially policy makers held that India’s abundant marine 
resources could be marshalled to address the protein deficiency of the masses and later, 
as the economic value of shrimp became evident, that export earnings could stimulate the 
development of the overall Indian economy. Moreover, the blue revolution would help to 

                                                 
1 This paper is a significantly revised and updated version of a paper presented as a poster at the Fourth 
World Fisheries Congress in 2004 and appearing in the proceedings of that conference. The authors would 
like to acknowledge the support of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, the 
International Development Research Centre, the Indo-Dutch Program on Alternatives in Development, and 
the Amsterdam School for Metropolitan and International Development Studies. 
2 We refer to what is now known as the first blue revolution in capture fisheries, the second blue revolution 
taking place three decades later in aquaculture (cf.Stonich and Bailey 2000). 
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uplift the country’s poor fishing population and bring them into the development 
trajectory. 
 
In terms of stimulating production in Indian fisheries, blue revolution efforts were very 
successful. This is highlighted by production figures: in 1950-51, marine fish production 
was 534,000 tonnes; by the late 1990s it had peaked in the range of 2.8 to 3 million 
tonnes (Yadava 2001: 145). As was the case in many other developing countries (Platteau 
1989), state efforts led to the division of marine fisheries into two parts: a harbour-based 
trawler fishery, and a very sizeable small-scale sector spread out along the beaches. This 
division has become a major axis of claims over social justice in Indian fisheries. 
Conflicts between the two categories of fishers have been numerous, as they tend to ply 
the same fishing grounds and target the same species. Inter-sectoral tensions have only 
grown as increasing numbers of fishing units compete for fully exploited or diminishing 
stocks.  
 
Figure 1. Indian annual total catch in 1000 metric tonnes, 1978-79 to 2003-04 

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

3500

19
78

-79

19
81

-82

19
84

-85

19
87

-88

19
90

-91

19
93

-94

19
96

-97

19
99

-00

20
02

-03

 
Sources: Gujarat 2005; Yadava 2001 
 
Figure 1 demonstrates the levelling of fish catches in India since the 1990s, a trend which 
has been cited as evidence for an ecological crisis in the marine sector (Kurien and 
Achari 1994; Mathew 2000; Salagrama 2001). As the overexploited condition of fish 
stocks has become ever clearer, with the necessary implication that absolute fishing effort 
has to decrease, the allocation of returns from remaining stocks becomes critical. This is 
an issue, nonetheless, that policymakers in India prefer to sidestep because it so pregnant 
with possibilities for conflict and because fishers in India are generally marginal and thus 
rather easily ignored. Without a conscious and firm effort to incorporate well-formulated 
and explicit policies of allocation based on social justice, however, fisheries in India 
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stand little chance of avoiding continued degradation and increases in social upheaval 
along the coasts.  
 
SOCIAL JUSTICE AND ALLOCATION IN FISHERIES 
Social justice is concerned with the degree to which the distribution of rights, 
responsibilities, and capabilities in particular situations are fair. Philosophers and other 
observers of society have long debated which principles should be applied in assessing 
the fairness of social arrangements. Rather than engaging comprehensively in this vast 
area of debate, we limit ourselves here to presenting dimensions of social justice that we 
think are particularly relevant for allocation in fisheries. 
 
In the current context of global marine capture fisheries in stagnation or decline, the 
allocation of rights to limited and threatened stocks is the most pressing question of 
social justice for fisheries. Here it is important to distinguish between allocation and 
distribution. Allocation is the deliberate assignment of rights to a benefit or resource by 
authorities, which may involve a negotiated process. Distribution refers to the actual 
prevailing pattern of control of rights and resources in a social setting; it directs attention 
to the existing division of benefits among actors. Re-distribution is a useful bridge 
between distribution and allocation by signalling active intervention in the existing 
pattern of control over rights and resources. From the perspective of social justice, it is 
important to use allocation in the sense of re-distribution rather than in the narrower 
sense of a non-interactive assignment of rights and benefits by authorities. Allocation 
takes place in the context of pre-existing fields of social relations and patterns of 
distribution that have to be recognised and incorporated into re-distributive processes for 
there to be social justice. 
 
Given this understanding of allocation, what is the place of rights and responsibilities 
concerning resources that are being allocated, and what are the limitations on rights and 
responsibilities? Researchers have demonstrated that fishing societies, whether 
‘traditional’ or newly established, design and enforce rules for fishing practice. This is 
logical: “resource allocation is never unstructured because continuity in the production of 
basic goods is never unimportant” (Benda-Beckmann 1995, following Dalton, 1967). In 
other words, because the marine living aquatic resources that fishers depend on are of 
fundamental value to their livelihoods, access to them is allocated according to formal 
and informal frameworks of rights and responsibilities. Rights from this perspective are 
socially sanctioned permission to withdraw a specified resource under specified 
conditions. Responsibilities are the conditions that the rights holder must uphold in order 
to maintain his or her access rights. Regulatory practices associated with resource 
allocation include boundary and access rules (Schlager and Ostrom 1993), obligations of 
members, sanctions to enforce compliance, and the identification of agencies and 
processes of rule-making and adjudication. The assumption of much research in this area 
is that as long as fishers operate within a common framework of rights and 
responsibilities, social justice issues are capable of being addressed and handled. There 
are three difficulties with this position. First, social divisions within a fishery mean that 
participants generally disagree over the allocation of rights and responsibilities and over 
conceptions of just fishing practice (cf. Charles 2001).  Second, those social divisions 
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point to differences in the capabilities of individuals and groups within the fishery to 
participate in decision making (Árnason et al. 2005: 21). Third, fisheries are embedded 
within and cross-cut by larger social, economic, political, and other structures that 
represent alternative priorities and systems of identification which compete with local 
systems of rights and responsibilities.  
 
Anthropology has developed the conceptual pair of emic and etic, which is useful in 
differentiating competing claims for socially just allocation in fisheries. Emic refers to 
the culturally specific view, or the view from inside. Etic refers to the view of the 
outsider, often in reference to a supposedly more objective or value neutral position (Pike 
1954). Recognition of the existence of these different viewpoints leads to the observation 
that justice varies from one society, and societal position, to the next. There is thus no 
‘true’ or ‘correct’ meaning of justice (Campbell, 2001) – instead, there are many emic 
perspectives on it.  
 
But social justice may is also discussed from the etic viewpoint of commonly accepted – 
or ‘universal’ - principles or criteria (cf. Kooiman et al 2005: ch.13). International law, 
agreements and declarations contain many examples hereof. For the purpose of an etic 
assessment of social justice, however, one minimally requires “a working agreement on 
some basic matter of identifiable intense injustice or unfairness” (Sen 1999: 254), a 
statement which acknowledges that there are also possible alternative etic perspectives. 
In fisheries, the most widely acknowledged reference point for an etic approach to social 
justice is the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (CCRF). The code includes 
several clauses that refer to social justice. The most prominent of these is Article 6.18, 
which, recognizing “the important contributions of artisanal and small-scale fisheries to 
employment, income and food security”, voices a call for the protection of small-scale 
fishers. This appeal is connected to other expressions of international law, such as those 
furnished by the International Labour Organization, and is of direct relevance to pressing 
allocation issues in Indian fisheries. 
 
If the CCRF calls for attention to inter-sectoral justice within fisheries, there are two 
other dimensions on which allocative justice has to be debated. First, there is the need to 
address competing claims for allocation between fisheries and other sectors which 
compete for the same resources. Other sectors include tourism, oil extraction, coastal 
industrial use, aquaculture, and agriculture. Proponents of these sectors might argue that 
they use resources more sustainably or generate greater revenues for society. A second 
dimension is that of time, namely intergenerational justice, where resources are allocated 
sustainably such that future generation can meet their own resource needs (World 
Commission on Environment and Development 1987, Sumaila 2003). While we focus 
primarily on allocation between sectors in this paper, a full consideration of social justice 
in the fisheries of Tamil Nadu and Gujarat must also include the allocation of rights to 
resources between fisheries and other sectors and the allocation of rights to future 
generations. 
 
In addition to pointing to the groups that can legitimately lay claim to resources, the 
CCRF points to the principles of social justice that may serve as ways to judge those 
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claims. The small-scale fisheries example points to a number of such principles. First, 
equity is important for allocation as a goal for distribution of access rights but also in the 
sense of participation in decision making. Equity need not be precisely calibrated, but 
inequities in allocation and decision-making should not be perceived as disproportionate. 
Second, and related to this first point, allocation should be an inclusive process: 
marginalised or weak stakeholders who depend on the resource need special 
consideration and extra efforts need to be made so that they are able to participate 
effectively in decision making processes regarding allocation (Árnason et al. 2005: 25-
26). In Amartya Sen’s terminology, their fundamental social capabilities need to be 
ensured (e.g. see Sen 1999). Third, historical and cultural primacy should be observed. 
Peoples and groups who have long associations and close cultural connection to 
resources should be given priority of access. Fourth, the interests of the natural 
environment need to be strongly represented not only for sustainability but also out of the 
principle of respect for the inherent right to survival of non-human organisms. Finally, 
allocation should also strive for efficiency. While we recognise the coexistence of 
competing emic claims on resources in our two cases, these principles do offer a means 
to assess them, albeit imperfectly. 
 
In the following section, we discuss the implications for distribution and allocation of the 
blue revolution in the Indian states of Tamil Nadu and Gujarat. We use the emic-etic 
distinction as a way to point to the divergent interpretations of the current situation by 
different groups within the fishery. Our observations are structured by analysis of 
redistribution as it pertains to justice between sectors, between generations, and between 
fisheries and other interest groups in the two states. What have the two states done to 
promote justice in these areas, and what new policies are they proposing to address them? 
 
Before we proceed with this task, it is important to indicate the methodological basis of 
our data and arguments. This paper is based on the findings of long-term ethnographic 
fieldwork conducted by both authors in their respective regions. Arguments, where not 
substantiated by secondary sources, are derived from interviews, both formal and 
informal, personal observations, and surveys. The number of informants consulted by 
each author runs into the hundreds. In Tamil Nadu, data were collected over the period 
1994-96 and 2001-2005. In Gujarat, data were gathered in 1997-98 and in 2004-05. The 
locations of Tamil Nadu and Gujarat are indicated in figure 2. 
 

 5



Figure 2. Locations of Gujarat and Tamil Nadu 

 
 
THE BLUE REVOLUTION AND THE CREATION OF SOCIAL INJUSTICE 
BETWEEN SECTORS 
 
Comparison between Tamil Nadu and Gujarat (1) 
Before discussing the differential impact of the blue revolution in Tamil Nadu and 
Gujarat, it is useful to consider some contemporary features of their fisheries. First, both 
states are big marine fish producers: over the ten year period from 1989 to 1999, Gujarat 
contributed an annual average of 22.31 percent of the total Indian catch while Tamil 
Nadu produced 12.34 percent (calculated from Yadava 2001: 148). Both states also have 
long coastlines and extensive continental shelves. Gujarat’s continental shelf is much 
wider, however, and therefore bigger in area. Making up part of the more productive west 
coast, Gujarat also possesses a richer fish fauna, both in terms of diversity and in 
abundance (Bhathal 2005:5). One may conclude therefore that the fisheries in Gujarat 
have a higher development potential and a lower propensity towards overfishing. 
 
As with catch and effort data, statistics regarding the human dimension of fisheries in 
Gujarat and Tamil Nadu – as indeed in many parts of the world – present the problem of 
what Bhathal (2005) courteously calls ‘statistical mismatches’. The fact is that figures on 
fisher populations in India vary greatly, and that no source is altogether undisputed. 
Table 1 presents the more generally available figures, the accuracy of which should be 
taken as indicative rather than precise. 
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Table 1: Fisheries of Tamil Nadu and Gujarat compared3

 Length of 
coastline 
in km 

Cont. 
shelf, 
km sq. 

Fish 
consumption 
kg per capita 
per month 

Marine 
catch 
2000  
(mt) 

Nr of 
active 
marine 
fishers 

Fishers 
per km 
sq. of  
cont. 
shelf 

Average 
catch in mt 
per fisher 
in 2000 

Tamil 
Nadu 

1076 41,412b4 0.175 377,4834 194,470 4.67 1.94 

Gujarat 1600 164,000 0.02 to 0.046 620,474 157,742 0.96 3.93 
 
These figures demonstrate that the marine fishing population of Tamil Nadu is larger than 
that of Gujarat, and that there is more rivalry for marine resources in Tamil Nadu. The 
average amount of continental shelf area (>100 meter depth) available per fisher in Tamil 
Nadu is thus much lower, as is the average catch per annum. These are important facts 
that influence the relationship among fishing units regardless of other circumstances. 
 
Finally, table 1 notes the low levels of fish consumption in the two states. Neither state 
ranks high in terms of fish consumption, with less than ten percent of the households of 
Gujarat consuming fish and 27 percent of rural and 34 percent of urban households in 
Tamil Nadu doing so. These figures compare with higher than eighty percent of the 
households of West Bengal, Kerala, and Goa stating that they consume fish. Per capital 
fish consumption in Kerala and Goa is roughly 1.5 kilograms of fish, while that in West 
Bengal is between 500 and 750 grams (Yadava 2001: 165). Nonetheless, the figures 
indicate that Tamil Nadu has a far more developed tradition of fish consumption than 
does Gujarat. This has had implications for the development of marine fisheries, as we 
shall see, as well as for the destination of the catch: Gujarat’s fisheries are more 
dependent on export than Tamil Nadu’s. 
 
Tamil Nadu 
In response to a thrust by the Union Government of India (India 1951), the government 
of Tamil Nadu initiated in the 1950s the first phase of what was to become a blue 
revolution of capture fisheries in the state (Tamil Nadu 1972). The term ‘revolution’ is 
actually not too grand for the effort it undertook: the supplanting of the ‘primitive’ small-
scale fisheries, by a new and modern fishing industry. Trawlers were the cornerstone of 

                                                 
3 Except for the marked exceptions, the data for Tamil Nadu are calculated from Government of Tamil 
Nadu 2000. Data for Gujarat were obtained or calculated from Gujarat (2004). Catch data for Gujarat refer 
to the 2000-2001 season. 
4 India 2000. Handbook of Fisheries Statistics. Dept. of Animal Husbandry and Dairying. 
5 Yadava 2001: 165. 
6 This figure is vastly lower than the figure provided by the Gujarat Department of Fisheries, which works 
out to 690 grams per person per month (Gujarat 2004: 7). This validity of this latter figure is doubtful 
given that significant proportions of Gujarat’s catch are exported internationally (18.9% in 2000-2001), 
shipped to other states, and converted into fish meal. Nonetheless, it is also possible that the National 
Sample Survey, on which the figure in Table 1 is based, underrepresented coastal and other groups in the 
population that are much more likely to eat fish. Regardless, as explained below, fish consumption is not 
relevant for much of Gujarat’s vegetarian population. 
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the revolution. In the next decades, the Fisheries Department promoted trawler fishing 
through massive subsidy schemes and training programmes, as well as via the 
construction of harbours, jetties, boat-building yards and cooling facilities (MPEDA 
1978, Bay of Bengal Programme 1983, Bavinck 2001b). 
 
Its exertions were successful in two important respects. First of all, the program quickly 
caught on among fishers and non-fishers alike. The number of trawlers rapidly increased, 
and private entrepreneurs soon stepped into what was initially a governmental monopoly. 
The Fisheries Department was thus able to discontinue its programs in support of trawler 
fishing in the 1970s, without this affecting the further development of the industry. In 
2000 the state counted almost 10,000 small trawling vessels divided over 12 harbours and 
piers, spread evenly along the coast. Secondly, the new trawling sector made an 
important contribution to the annual increase of fish harvests in the state. Table 2 
provides figures on the number of small-scale and trawler craft operating in Tamil Nadu 
in the period 1948 to 2000, as well as the growth of marine fish production. 
 
 
Table 2: Vessels and catch in metric tonnes by sectors of the Tamil Nadu marine 
fishery, 1948 and 2000 
 Vessel 

numbers 
1948 

Vessel 
numbers 
2000 

Total catch  
1948 

Catch 
1948 
per craft 

Catch 
2000 
per craft 

Small-scale 
sector 

13,204 42,537 27,135 177,015 2.06 4.16 

Trawler sector -- 9,896 -- 200,468 -- 20.25 
Total 13,204 52,433 27,135 377,483 2.06 7.2 
Source: Calculated from Government of Tamil Nadu 2000. 

 
Three outcomes surprised planners of the first hour, however (Bavinck 2001b: 65, 67). 
The first was that trawlers did not come to supplant small-scale fishing in the state. To 
the contrary, as table 2 also demonstrates, the small-scale sector in fact has continued to 
grow. It predominates in the 591 fishing villages that dot the state’s coastline, altogether 
feeding and employing approximately 600,000 people (Tamil Nadu 2000). The 
persistence of small-scale fishing does not mean that the technology on which it relies 
has stagnated. Largely ignored in the early phase of the ‘blue revolution’, small-scale 
fisheries underwent change through the introduction – from public and private sources - 
of nylon twines and new kinds of netting, and, much later, of outboard engines and new 
vessel designs (Bavinck 1997). The natural increase of the fishing population contributed 
to an absolute increase of fishing effort also in this sector. 
 
The second surprise was that the new trawler fishers did not proceed to ‘underexploited’ 
offshore and deep sea areas, but instead concentrated on the same inshore fishing grounds 
as small-scale fishers.7 With the advantage of hindsight, it is clear that this choice was 

                                                 
7 Bhathal (2005:56) argues on the basis of FiB index scores that a geographic expansion from shallow to 
deep waters took place in Tamil Nadu fisheries from 1956 onwards. This appears to be in contradiction 
with our statement that small-scale and trawler fishers concentrated on the same inshore fishing grounds. 
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rational in view of the concentration of fish stocks, as well as the experience and 
expertise of the people involved. It resulted, however, in massive competition between 
the modern and the small-scale sectors, as well as in the large-scale destruction of gear.  
 
Third, the supposed infinite fish stocks proved not to be as limitless as expected, catches 
levelling off in the 1990s (cf. Tamil Nadu 2004, Bhathal 2005), and catches per unit of 
effort declining (Sanpath 2003:103). Stakeholders in the fisheries now agree that over-
fishing is taking place in the Tamil Nadu inshore zone, and that there is urgent need for a 
limitation on growth, if not a real decline, of fishing effort (Sridhar 2005; fieldwork 
notes). The reality of overfishing is borne out by recent studies on the effects of fishing 
on the marine ecology (Bhathal 2005).  
 
The figures in table 2 raise important points with regard to the relationship between the 
small-scale and the trawler sectors in Tamil Nadu. First, we note that the trawler sector, 
starting from zero, now realizes more than half (53%) of the annual fish catches in the 
state. Small scale fishers believe that, if they had been given the chance, most of these 
catches could actually be gathered by them. In view of the location of many of the fishing 
grounds, this is not unrealistic.8

 
Then we see that small-scale fishers have doubled their catches per vessel in the period 
since 1948. This is proof that this sector has also gone through an innovation process. A 
trawler unit still, however, on average catches five times more than a small-scale vessel 
per year. Taking into consideration the fact that trawler fishers are more successful in 
targeting high value species, the difference is even more detrimental to small fishers.9

 
This brings us to the emic experience of justice with regard to the blue revolution in 
Tamil Nadu. Small-scale fishers are, according to their own perception, the major 
victims. Along this coastline, fishing is an old activity, resulting also in the development 
of special fishing castes. Left alone by government until the launch of the blue 
revolution, fishing communities themselves have taken charge of regulation. This 
resulted in a chain of preferential fishing areas, covering most of the inshore waters of the 
state, and a practice of banning, or regulating, harmful fishing technologies. Each fishing 
hamlet has its own council that decides on fishing matters and resolves disputes (Bavinck 
2001a, Bavinck 2001b). 
 
The introduction of trawling threw these fishing communities into turmoil. Here was a 
new category of fishers that fish at will, paying no attention to the prerogatives of hamlet 
councils or to the rights and responsibilities prevalent in small-scale fishing. According 
to local perception, they behave like bandits, using their superior engine power to prowl 

                                                                                                                                                 
The provisional answer is that the introduction of trawler fishing did increase the range of vessels, as did 
the motorization of small-scale fishing craft from 1990 onwards. Still the area of intersection between the 
two fleets remained very large. 
8 The Tamil Nadu-based International Collective for the Support of Fishworkers (ICSF) argues that the 
fisheries of most of the world’s EEZ’s could be carried out with small-scale technology. 
9 To our knowledge, no studies comparing the values of catches between the two sub-sectors have been 
done. 
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the inshore seas, damaging gears, appropriating high-value shrimp, and disappearing into 
the night. This is experienced, to quote Sen (1999), as acts of ‘intense injustice’, and 
continuously protested as such. Such objections are voiced in court, via demonstrations 
and petitions, and frequently also via direct action, for example through the hijacking and 
ransoming of trawler vessels (Bavinck 2003, Sundar 1999). 
 
For trawler fishers, the world of justice is constituted differently. They and their 
professional associations tend to remember that the Indian Constitution provides every 
citizen the right to work where and how he pleases, and that it was the Indian government 
that in fact urged their conversion to trawler fishing. They point out their economic 
contribution, the many difficulties of their trade, and their continuing efforts to settle the 
problems that arise with their compeers, the small-scale fishers. Finally, they note the 
many ways in which the government has been making their lives difficult: first of all 
through the Tamil Nadu Marine Fishing Regulation Act (1981), which designates the 
inner zone of three nautical miles out of bounds for trawlers, even though it is barely 
enforced. More recently, they bemoan the annual ‘monsoon ban’ of six weeks that the 
government has implemented for trawler fishing, presumably for conservation purposes. 
From a social justice standpoint they therefore emphasize that the trawler fishing sector 
has also been short-changed (Bavinck 2001b). 
 
And what would an etic view of social justice in Tamil Nadu’s marine fisheries look 
like? It might stress the employment and income-generating potential of small-scale 
fisheries in a societal context of poverty and job scarcity.  It could highlight the historical 
rights of marine fishing castes to the occupation and the natural resources on which it 
depends. Finally, it could examine the extent to which small-scale fishers were and are 
capable of harvesting the resources presently captured by trawler fishers. While 
supporting the position of small-scale fisheries, an etic perspective could also, however, 
emphasize the rights of trawler fishers to fair settlements. 
 
The government of Tamil Nadu has wrestled with the heritage of the blue revolution ever 
since its real contours emerged. In the period between 1970 and 2000 its main concern 
has been with defusing the conflicts that occurred between the small-scale and trawler 
sub-sectors. This was the main intention of the Marine Fishing Regulation Act. As this 
Act failed, for various reasons, to fulfill its purpose, the authorities have instead built on 
agreements between the conflicting parties to establish very local, temporary settlements 
(Bavinck 1998, Bavinck 2003).   
 
Recently, however, conservation has become a point on the governmental agenda. It 
figures most clearly in what has become known throughout India as the ‘monsoon ban’, a 
closed season in Tamil Nadu of six weeks for trawlers, which is meant to enhance the 
recruitment of fish stocks. There is evidence (Haastrecht and Schaap 2003) that this 
measure is, however, disputed. 
 
Gujarat 
The history of fisheries development in Gujarat has been marked by the state’s socio-
cultural distinctiveness. While fishing in many parts of the world is socially marginal, 
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this has been particularly true of Gujarat where a devout Hindu vegetarian population has 
dominated the state. As a consequence, inland Gujarat did not historically provide a 
significant market for fish products, which meant that the fishery was comparatively 
small considering its large potential and already export oriented (Bombay State 1958: 94-
95, Johnson 2002: 121-123). This distinctive cultural context has had two important 
implications for the development of the Gujarat fishery. First, as fishing became more 
lucrative, Gujarat’s fishers faced little competition from other Gujaratis interested in 
fishing. Second, the small size of the fishery and the region’s abundant resources meant 
that, in comparison to other states, indigenous institutions for resource management and 
allocation were few, although not absent (cf. Kizhakudan and Kizhakudan 2005). For 
such a religious state, it is unsurprising that Hinduism provided some of the commonly 
held exceptions: certain religious days of the month were off limits for fishing, as was the 
sacred month of Sravan at the end of the monsoon. 
 
Gujarat’s fishery has changed dramatically since the 1950s. In the early years of that 
decade, the most lucrative economic sector on the coast of present day Gujarat was 
shipping, the fishery was unmechanized, total catch was at most 5 percent of current 
levels (around 22,000 tonnes), and the fish trade was entirely domestic and focused on 
low value dried fish (see Johnson 2002). Large-scale change was in the offing, however, 
as central government development policy emphasised the high potential for growth in 
food production in agriculture and fisheries to support India’s modernization (India 
1951). As the first Indian Five Year Plan goes on to state, this was to be growth with 
equity. In addition to technical development of fisheries and processing, a vibrant co-
operative sector was to be established to ensure that the benefits of development were 
distributed fairly. 
 
The heyday of state development planning for fisheries in Gujarat lasted from the mid-
1950s to around 1970. In the first years of intervention, local state agencies were faithful 
to the broad vision of growth with equity. The introduction of motorization and modern 
gears proceeded alongside the establishment of co-operatives (Bombay State 1958, 
Bombay State 1962, Gujarat 1963). The balance shifted rapidly in favour of growth in 
the1960s, however, as the considerable export potential of prawns became apparent. Co-
operatives failed to take root except as vehicles through which the state was able to 
channel a variety of subsidies and, early on, engage in fish marketing (Gujarat 1963, 
Johnson 2002: 104,130-31). 
 
The key parameters of growth-oriented intervention by the state in fisheries were the 
provision of subsidies, technological extension, and training for the adoption of 
motorisation, new boat designs, and new materials for gear, particularly synthetic nets. 
The first target of these interventions from the mid-1950s to the early 1960s was the 
existing small-boat sector. It was only after 1962 that the push began to promote trawling 
and trawler fishing did not become accepted by local fishers until the late 1960s (Johnson 
2002: 137). The Gujarat Department of Fisheries continued to encourage mechanization 
and innovation in the small-scale sector as well as the trawler sector, likely  because the 
largest population of fishers in the state lived in coastal villages where berthing trawlers 
is impossible.  
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Fisheries development through to the late 1990s seemed a tremendous success for both 
small scale fishers and trawler fishers. By the mid-1970s, a strong primarily urban 
harbour-based trawler sector had emerged, and initiative for fisheries development 
passed to the fishers from the state. Under fisher leadership, with strong state support, the 
Gujarat fishery boomed from the late 1980s through to the 1997-98 season. Catches 
peaked in that year, reaching the level of 702,355 tonnes and exports of fish products 
grew in value to US$ 165 million10 (Gujarat 2004). A sense of the magnitude of the 
growth in the Gujarat fishery can be seen in Table 2. 
 
Table 3 Craft and catch in metric tonnes by sectors of the Gujarat marine fishery, 
1960-61 and 1999-2000 
 Vessel 

numbers 
1960-61 

Vessel 
numbers 
1999-2000 

Total 
catch  
1960-61 

Total 
catch  
1999-2000 

Catch per 
vessel 1960-
1961 

Catch per 
vessel 1999-
2000 

Small-scale 
sector 

3531 1586111 79412 193570 22.49 12.2 

Trawler 
sector 

-- 6787 -- 477381 -- 70.34 

Total 3531 18221 79412 670951 22.49 26.63 
Calculated from: (Gujarat 2000) 
 
As with Tamil Nadu, however, the small scale sector has had a dynamic development 
history as well since the 1960s. It is spread among the 188 fishing villages and harbours 
along the Gujarat coast and likely accounts for the majority of the fishing population of 
about 300,000 in 199812. Technological evolution has been substantial, with a complete 
revolution in craft and gear types, patterns of fishing, and species targeted (Johnson 
2002). Unlike Tamil Nadu, Gujarat small-scale fishers were early adopters, from the 
early 1950s, of motorization. They continue to contribute a significant proportion of total 
catch, 31% in 1998-99, as table 3 shows.  
 
Table 3 also reveals, however, that the catch per vessel for the small-scale sector has 
declined by nearly half since 1960-61. This has happened despite the technological 
revolution in the sector and despite the figures in table 3 including larger gillnet and dol 
net vessels that are arguable not small-scale. A second striking point from table 3 is the 
enormously higher catches per vessel of the trawler sector than the small-scale sector 
and, indeed, the trawler sector in Tamil Nadu. This speaks to the productivity of Gujarat 

                                                 
10 This figure is calculated from the export value from Gujarat of 6,378,500,000 rupees given in Gujarat 
(2004: 57) using an exchange rates of 38.61 which is an average of rates taken at two monthly intervals 
throughout the main fishing season of September 1997 to mid-May 1998.  
11 This figure includes non-mechanised craft for all coastal districts, 5192 boats, outboard motor powered 
canoes, 6242 boats, and the inboard motorboat sector using gillnets and bag nets in which there are 4427 
craft (Gujarat 2000: 35). Most of these latter vessels constitute arguably a middle range category, which 
our analysis does not distinguish. 
12 The population figure is a rough estimate based on Gujarat Department of Fisheries data from its 1998 
census (Gujarat 2000) which do not divide the marine fishing population into small-scale and large-scale. 
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waters, their suitability for trawling, and to the great importance of trawling to the 
fishery: trawlers caught 71.15 percent of the catch in 1999-2000. 
 
The boom ended abruptly in the 1998-99 season with a collapse in prices and a 21.6% 
decline in catch. The ensuing years have been grim: total catches have stagnated after 
four decades of steady increase, export revenues have declined, there is ample evidence 
of resource degradation (Mathew 2000), and most fishers are facing a serious financial 
crunch. The crisis has been a particularly hard for the trawler sector, which has suffered 
an abrupt reversal of fortunes. Many trawler owners have been forced to reduce their 
fishing time to a few months of peak season and have been driven to sell off their assets 
to meet their costs. The economic trigger for the crisis was the Asian economic flu of the 
late 1990s, which drove prices down as demand evaporated. Demand and prices have 
since recovered, but rising input costs, particularly of diesel, have continued to press 
fishers financially. The ecological side of the crisis had deeper roots and warning signs 
that are now evident in retrospect. Among these was the overfishing of high value species 
such as penaeid prawns and pomfret by the early 1980s (Johnson 2001, Kizhakudan and 
Thumber 2003, Kizhakudan, Nair and Zala 2003, Nair, Kizahakudan and Kizhakudan 
2003). 
 
The judgement by small-scale fishers of the social justice of the current situation in 
Gujarat is likely to vary regionally13. In South Gujarat and the Gulf of Kachchh regions, 
small-scale fishers are facing the loss of their livelihoods due to competition for coastal 
space and resources with industrial and agricultural development which, incidentally, 
pose a significant threat to coastal ecology (Hiraway 2000, Kizhakudan et al. 2003). In 
the ocean-facing area of peninsular Gujarat, small-scale fishers are more concerned about 
overfishing and point to trawlers as being the principal culprits. As in Tamil Nadu, small-
scale fishers and trawler fisher operations overlap in coastal waters of up to about 40 
fathoms in depth. Small-scale fishers are resentful of damage to their gear caused by 
trawling and the dangers that trawlers pose to small craft. The frustrations of the small-
scale sector occasionally manifest themselves in incidents of boarding, violence, and boat 
capture directed towards offending trawler vessels, although this has been a less common 
and less organised phenomenon than in South Indian waters (cf. Bavinck 2001b, Kurien 
1991).  
 
The trawler sector has been in a state of shock since the fishing crisis began in 1997-98. 
The rapidity with which the economic crisis has undermined their financial security has 
caused many to wish that they could leave the sector. Indeed, informal evidence is that a 
process of consolidation in the sector has been taking place, with fish traders buying the 
boats of their insolvent trawler-owning creditors. Leaders of the trawler sector are now 
talking about measures for conservation, and have accepted the 2004 government ban on 
the construction of new vessels. They are clear, however, that the small-scale sector has 
to pull its weight also, and stop fishing in the monsoon, a practice that has increased in 
recent years. As yet the only sense of injustice voiced by trawler fishers is against the 

                                                 
13 The basis for this paper is research conducted along the most important fishing area of coastal Gujarat 
from Navabandar to Okha. We have only secondary reports of conditions in other areas. 
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licenses granted by the Indian government to industrial fishing boats for operation in 
Gujarat’s waters. 
 
Major tensions over social justice between the sectors have not yet emerged in the 
Gujarat fishery. This may reflect the common experience of generalized development and 
growth and the now generalized depression that all sectors have faced. As table 1 
demonstrates, there is also comparatively more space per fisher in Gujarat due to its large 
continental shelf, which reduces inter-sectoral conflicts. Finally, Gujarat’s fishers and the 
fisher owners of trawler vessels14 are linked through economic and caste relationships, 
which may defuse conflicts. 
 
By supporting growth in all motorized sectors, the state Department of Fisheries 
implicitly pursued a strategy based on equality of opportunity. It had the good fortune to 
implement its policies in a context of an under exploited fishery with abundant resources 
which brought economic success across the board, with low levels of conflict, even if the 
trawler sector got the largest share of the resource. The crisis since 1998 has shaken the 
Department of Fisheries into a more proactive role, a major success of which has been to 
finally get the Gujarat Government to pass the Gujarat Fisheries Act in 2003. The Act 
includes explicitly conservationist and redistributive provisions. First, it prohibits the 
catching, processing, and sale of juvenile and “under-sized” fish and lists a number of 
protected species. Second, it prohibits bottom trawling within a nine-kilometre zone from 
shore and, in Chapter III, regulation 21, it calls upon fisheries officers to “protect the 
interest of traditional fishermen such as country crafts or canoes.” These provisions could 
make the fishery more sustainable and equitable. They would necessitate a good deal of 
adjustment and financial hardship for the dominant class of trawler owners, however, as 
they stand the most to lose in such a re-equilibrating of the fishery. As this group is so 
powerful in the main fishing zones of Gujarat, they are unlikely to abide by the 
provisions of the Act unless the state is able to convince them of its necessity and its 
utility for them. 
 
Despite the very different contexts, an etic perspective on justice in the Gujarat fishery 
could come to similar conclusions as those for Tamil Nadu about the preferability of 
strengthening the small-scale sector at the expense of the trawler sector. The same caveat 
applies, however, that the trawler fishers will need fair settlements. It is important also 
that destructive gears in the small-scale sector be eliminated and efforts continue to be 
made to build their capacities to diversify their livelihoods away from dependence on 
fishing.  
 
Comparison between Tamil Nadu and Gujarat (2) 
The fisheries of Tamil Nadu and Gujarat are in similar positions at present: both are 
facing stagnation and possible decline due to overfishing and other threats to their marine 
ecology. At the heart of their difficulties is the legacy of India’s blue revolution: the 
                                                 
14 In the trawler-dominated areas of Saurashtra and Kachchh, trawler crew, however, are hired in large 
numbers from elsewhere, of which the main sources are South Gujarat and Andhra Pradesh. 
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promotion of growth-oriented fisheries development policies with relatively little 
attention to issues of conservation and distribution. Primary in both cases was the 
promotion of export-oriented trawler fisheries which have come to dominate fisheries 
production in the two states. At the same time, the pattern of development in the two 
states has differed in ways that could become significant for future ecological conditions 
and inter-sectoral relations in each state.  
 
The first major difference between the two states is the degree to which fishing has been 
integral to social, economic, or even mental space. While in both states fishers have low 
social status, in Gujarat fishing was historically marginal to the point that the fishery had 
a domestic export orientation even prior to modernization. This meant that fishing in 
Tamil Nadu in the 1950s was relatively more economically and institutionally developed 
than in Gujarat. Most notably, the small-scale fishing sector had developed a system for 
management and resource allocation. The historical marginality of the Gujarat fishery has 
left a relative absence of such institutions but also a freedom from having to cope with 
outsiders moving into the fishery. Gujarat’s fishery has also not faced the intensity of 
inter-sectoral conflict over allocation rights as in Tamil Nadu. The cost in social justice 
terms for Gujarat’s fishers, however, of that their social-cultural marginality within the 
state has been that their concerns about the ecological impact of coastal industrial 
development have largely fallen on deaf ears in the state capital of Gandhinagar. 
 
The second major difference between the development histories of Tamil and Nadu and 
Gujarat has been the role of the state fisheries departments. The Tamil Nadu department 
has had to focus its energies on inter-sectoral conflict management, an issue that has been 
much less present for the Gujarat department. Since the end of its leadership position as 
fisheries developer in the 1970s, the Gujarat Department of Fisheries has acted primarily 
as provider of subsidies, issuer of registrations, and collector of data. There is a parallel 
between the institutional histories of the departments in the two states, however, in that 
both settled into relatively passive roles in relationship to their fisheries after initially 
strongly interventionist periods. Neither department has been proactive in regards to 
allocation, something that now will have to change. 
 
Fisheries in Tamil Nadu and Gujarat are now both facing the stark reality of stagnating 
catches, few new possibilities for expansion, and rapidly growing coastal populations. 
For the two states, this is a key period of fisheries transition during which hard choices 
will have to be made in order to reconcile conservation with employment and livelihood 
needs. How vulnerable stocks will be allocated to meet those aims has now become a 
pressing question. Each state has blue revolution legacies, and particular, institutional, 
socio-cultural, political, and economic realities that shape their room for action. In both 
states, fishers and their organisations have power and legitimacy that state organisations 
lack. At the same time, however, fisher populations are fragmented along lines of caste, 
class, sector, and religion and their position has been shaken by the current ecological 
crisis. Should the state be able to rise to the challenge, these conditions present an 
opportunity for charting a new course for fisheries management in Tamil Nadu and 
Gujarat. In the following section, we speculate on possible futures for these fisheries, the 
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more optimistic of which envisage the state or fishers or the two together taking a 
proactive stance. 
 
EVALUATION 
 
Policy alternatives:  
1. Status quo scenario: All parties stick their heads in the sand and wait and see what 

happens. Price increases might cushion the effects of increasing environmental 
problems or a process of silent emigration from the sector might reduce fishing effort 
sufficiently. Alternatively, there may be severe civil unrest that will have to be 
suppressed. The motto, however, is: “problems frequently solve themselves. In any 
case, we hope they will not arise in our period of tenure…” 

2. Technocratic scenario: Efforts are made to address problems of resource 
overexploitation and livelihood erosion within existing policy parameters. Thus 
government sidesteps issues of participation, fairness, and allocation, and formulates a 
set of limited measures, such as the implementation of closed seasons. Trawler and 
small-scale fisher organisations may take steps, such as the establishment of artificial 
reefs, or agree not to use gear types that are recognised as particularly deleterious. 

3. Radical scenario (1): The government decides to abolish trawler fishing and obtains 
subsidies from international organisations to buy out existing trawler fishermen. 
Conflict between trawler and small-scale fishers is eliminated in one fell swoop 
through drastic re-distribution; and ecological and distributional questions are defused, 
potentially permanently. 

4. Radical scenario (2):  Trawler and small-scale fisher organisations realise the gravity 
of the situation and frame a joint action plan that is also aimed at ‘waking up’ the 
government to its responsibilities. This plan proposes limitations on new entrants to 
fisheries, market regulation, inter-sectoral allocations, resource monitoring, and 
government support and retraining for the growing class of jobless fishermen. 

5. Radical scenario (3): Separately, or as a result of scenarios three or four, a 
comprehensive co-management process (cf. Wilson, Nielsen and Degnbol 2003) is 
established to reduce fishing effort and engage the contentious issue of sectoral 
resource redistribution. Fisher organisations are formally recognised and involved in 
the policy process. 

 
Each of these scenarios has implications for allocation and inter-sectoral social justice. 
Scenario one does nothing to redress current patterns, with the likelihood that inequality, 
social conflict, and resource degradation will increase. If effectively implemented, 
scenario two could extend the life of the current patterns of social and economic 
organisation of fishing. In the longer term, however, it is unlikely to counter current 
trends of overfishing and distributional inequity. From an etic perspective, the third 
scenario is most promising in terms of ecological sustainability and distribution of the 
resource among the largest number of fishers. Scenario four would not necessarily result 
in greater distributional justice within the fishery, as that outcome would depend on 
which group were to lead the formulation of the action plan. Scenario five also holds no 
guarantees of improving allocation for the same reason as scenario four. Nonetheless, its 
emphasis on collaboration promises to fulfil the process criteria for social justice while 
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holding out the possibility that a more inclusive process would generate a socially just 
and ecologically sustainable outcome (cf. Sen 1999: 27). 
 
In both Tamil Nadu and Gujarat, evidence would lead us to argue that the scenario most 
likely to inform policy making in the near future is the technocratic one. State 
departments of fisheries do seem to be moving beyond scenario one, even if many 
members of the departments still would prefer to preserve the institutional status quo. 
Scenarios three and four are both unrealistic under current conditions. Trawler owners in 
both states have too much power for an outright ban on trawling while numerous and 
entrenched divisions between fisher groups make highly unlikely their collaborating to 
develop an action plan. Implementation of the fifth scenario in any well-developed way 
seems unlikely. The Tamil Nadu government is not at all in favour of devolution and 
there is little to indicate a more favourable policy in Gujarat. On an informal level, 
however, consultations within a framework of, for example, responsible fisheries might 
be held as a way of opening a dialogue on building more innovative management 
processes. A more inclusive process would also have to face the challenge of engaging 
the deep-seated social divisions mentioned above. 
 
In Gujarat, the most compelling evidence for an acknowledgement of the need to change 
is the new Fisheries Act. It recognises that there are limits to fishing and contains some 
promising elements in terms of allocation and social justice. Nonetheless, the main 
regulatory thrust of the document places it within the technocratic scenario. It advocates a 
host of technical restrictions on fishing such as mesh size limitations, the banning of 
fishing with electricity and explosives, licensing, and area restrictions, and lays the 
foundation for a possible future quota management system. The degree to which these 
regulatory elements will be implemented remains to be seen and depends a great deal on 
their acceptance by fishers. Area zoning, for example, while a laudable initiative, has no 
support amongst fishers except possibly dol net operators. The Fisheries Department 
itself is insufficiently staffed and motivated to push through such contentious changes on 
its own.  
 
In Tamil Nadu, representatives of the Fisheries Department are now orally 
acknowledging that there are major environmental problems to be addressed. There is 
some movement towards a technocratic scenario, trying to make changes by: introducing 
a closed season for trawling; promoting the shift of trawlers to longlining; targeting new 
species; prohibiting specific extremely deleterious gears such as purse seines and pair 
trawling; declaring a marine park in Ramnad district mainly for biodiversity reasons; and, 
together with trawler owner associations, limiting the number of new trawlers. There are 
also some smaller programs for awareness building on the need of small fishers to move 
to other occupations. All this in the context of a Department that is suffering cuts in 
budgets, and has lost a lot of its earlier luster and motivation. It is not yet poised for a 
larger and more substantial policy shift. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The long-term legacy of the blue revolution in Tamil Nadu and Gujarat has now become 
evident with serious problems of overfishing due in large measure to powerful trawler 
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sectors in both states. An ecologically sustainable future for these fisheries that also 
meets distributional equity criteria would require reversing the trend to ever-intensified 
production that the blue revolution has triggered. Fundamental to this is to re-examine the 
primacy of trawling at the expense of the small-scale sector which best matches the 
criteria for socially just fisheries in India. Small-scale fisheries are employment intensive, 
locally rooted, and are generally more sustainable. In the final section of our paper, we 
have spelled out a number of “radical” scenarios that might form the basis for such a 
policy reversal. For the reasons we enumerated, none of these radical proposals are likely 
to be implemented. Nonetheless, they are useful thought experiments, as in pushing the 
bounds of the possible they may create more room for action in practice. 
 
Realistically, the political, economic, and social constraints on radical state and fisher 
action mean that, at least under current conditions, technocratic solutions are likely to 
dominate fisheries policy in Tamil Nadu and Gujarat. It should be remembered that these 
are an improvement over past regimes premised on limitless growth and they should be 
supported to the degree that they effectively relieve ecological pressure while supporting 
livelihoods and employment. At the same time the clear limits of technocratic policies for 
addressing the causes of overfishing and social injustice provide a strong rationale for 
intensified efforts by researchers, fishers and their leaders, NGO workers, and concerned 
government officials to develop new, innovative, and inclusive ways of allocating 
vulnerable stocks consistent with conservation and social justice. Urgent efforts also have 
to be made to defend fisheries from external threats to their livelihood base. Without 
doing so, the important income and livelihood supporting capacity of Indian fisheries will 
be further eroded, with ecologically and socially disruptive effects.
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